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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Fog around 
Golden Gate 
Bridge  

 
 
Visibility 
Uses 

 
Federal Aviation Regulations (FARs) establish that aircraft operations at 
airports with a prevailing visibility below three statue miles will be conducted 
under Instrument Flight Rules (IFR) unless a special Visual Flight Rules (VFR) 
clearance has been issued. 
 
Visibility at airports is an important factor when determining kinds of flights, 
but also for pilot certification and aircraft equipment required for taking off or 
landing, and for safety of flight. 
 

 
Purpose of 
this Lesson 

 
The National Weather Service (NWS) is responsible for all weather 
observations in the U.S. except those taken at Department of Defense (DOD) 
towers.   However, the responsibility for taking individual observations is 
delegated to qualified observers. 
 
At control tower facilities, and under certain conditions, the tower controller 
may become an official NWS certified tower visibility observer. 
 
This study guide is designed to teach you the knowledge necessary to 
become an official NWS certified tower visibility observer. 
 
To become NWS certified to take tower visibility observations, you must pass 
the NWS Tower Visibility Certification Examination.  The exam contains 50 
questions and a passing score is 80% or better.  The exam is timed and one 
hour maximum is allowed to finish.   
 

 
Continued on next page 
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INTRODUCTION (Continued) 
 

 
Overview 

 
¼ This lesson covers the following topics: 
 

 Visibility 

 Sector Visibility 

 Prevailing Visibility 

 Variable Visibility 

 Surface and Tower Visibility 

 Reporting Procedures 

 Special Observations 
 
¼ This lesson contains six practice exercises. 
 
¼ Web Based Practice Certification Exam 

 may be taken up to four times 

 contains feedback on right and wrong answers 
 
¼ Web Based Certification Exam 
 

 
Objective(s) 

 
Without references and in accordance with Student Guide TS-1-2 and Federal 
Meteorological Handbook Number One, you will identify:  
 

¼ Visibility types and definitions 
¼ Use of visibility markers 
¼ Reportable values from a table and rounding rules 
¼ Rules and procedures for reporting 

 Prevailing Visibility 

 Sector Visibility 

 Variable Visibility 

 Surface and tower visibility 

 Special (SPECI) observations 
 

 
Instructions 

 
If you study this student guide carefully, memorize the information you are 
asked to memorize, and do all the practice exercises and the practice exam, 
you should pass the NWS Tower Visibility Certification Examination. 
 

All information you are required to know to pass the NWS Tower Visibility 
Certification Examination has been included in this student guide.  No other 
material is needed for certification. 
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VISIBILITY 
 

 
Visibility 
Definition 
FMH-1: App A 
 

 

&  Visibility is the greatest horizontal distance at which selected objects can 
be seen and identified or its equivalent derived from instrument 
measurements. 

 

 
Significance 
of Visibility 

 
¼ Visibility is of great importance to pilots when they are landing or departing 
 
¼ Low visibility 
 

 Affects airport operations (VFR or IFR) 
 

 Influences decisions made by pilots and controllers 
 
¼ Because of its importance, visibility is included in almost every aviation 

weather observation. 
 
· Visibility observations are made frequently, especially during periods of 

marginal weather conditions. 
 

 Be familiar with the procedures for determining and reporting visibility 
observations so they become second nature 

 

 
Types of 
Visibility 
FMH-1: 6.3, 
6.4.5 

 
¼ There are three types of visibility: 
 
 · Prevailing 
 · Sector 
 · Variable 
 
¼ Each type of visibility has a  
 

 Technical definition 

 Specific reporting procedure 
 
¼ Visibility observations can be taken from two locations. 
 

 Surface 

 Tower 
 

 
Units of  
Visibility 
FMH-1: 12.6.6 

 
¼ At land stations 
 

 Visibility is always reported in Statute Miles (SM) 

 Visibility is reported in either whole numbers or fractions. 
 

 
Continued on next page 
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VISIBILITY (Continued) 

 

 
Visibility 
Charts and 
Markers 
FMH-1: 6.4.2 

 
¼ Visibility markers are used to determine observed visibility in units of 

whole statute miles and fractions.  
 
¼ Day visibility markers 

 

 dark or nearly dark objects (buildings, hangars, etc.) viewed against 
the horizon sky 

 
¼ Night visibility markers 

 

 Unfocused lights of moderate (about 25 candela) intensity (television 
or radio tower obstruction lights) 

 

 Because of their intensity, focused lights such as ramp lights, high-
intensity runway lights, or auto headlights are not used as 
nighttime visibility markers 

 
Ą The degree of brilliance of focused lights may be used as an 

aid for estimating whether the visibility is greater or less than 
the distance to the focused light 

 
¼ Tower controllers shall use current day and night visibility chart and 

markers when taking visibility observations. 
 
 · Control Towers may have one chart depicting both day and night 

visibility markers or they may have two charts (day and night charts). 
 
· In many Control Towers, panoramic photographs are used to 

supplement the visibility charts. 
 

 
Continued on next page 
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VISIBILITY (Continued) 
 

 
Visibility 
Charts 
and 
Markers 
Example 

 
 

 
 

 
Continued on next page 


